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To my wife, Becca




INTRODUCTION

THE PLACE: WASHINGTON, DC

THE TIME: THE NEAR FUTURE—NEARER THAN YOU THINK

Chief of Staff Jeff Zients, Counselor Steve Ricchetti, senior advisor Mike Donilon, and senior advisor Anita Dunn gather in the White House to discuss their options with First Lady Jill Biden. Age and infirmity have finally caught up with her husband, despite every effort by family and staff to prop up the aging president. They can no longer hide the truth. President Joe Biden’s time in office is over.

As they wait for everyone to assemble, they start revisiting how they arrived at this moment. Why did they push for him to run for reelection? Did they really think he could make it another four years? The signs of decline were already there. Staffers found him vacant and listless while attempting to brief him ahead of public events. They created note cards. “YOU take YOUR seat,” “YOU give brief comments,” “YOU depart,” the instructions read. The teleprompter speeches grew shorter and simpler, and interactions with the public and even supporters were dialed back. Long stretches of rest were carved out of his schedule and the press was shut out to limit moments of embarrassment.

There was only so much they could do. The frequent coughing could no longer be stifled with a few cough drops. The stiffness grew more apparent as he walked to and from the podium. He lashed out angrily when questioned by the press and appeared lost and confused while aides directed him. The world was watching as the leader of the free world was repeatedly stumbling, falling on the stairs while boarding Air Force One, tipping over on his bicycle, and tripping and falling onstage.

Why did his trusted circle believe he could do it again? Because they wanted to. He was, after all, the only one who defeated former president Donald Trump. They thought—hoped—he could pull it off once more. Biden was passionate about driving Trump and his entire political movement into the dustbin of history. Defeat Trump, defend democracy, and restore the soul of the nation. That was all part of why they pushed the president to keep going. But deep down they knew the real reason he had to run again. Vice President Kamala Harris was not up to the job.

They should have known, they realized, that this was coming. In modern history, many vice presidents have stepped in and taken power suddenly in cases of ill health or national tragedy (or near misses). William McKinley’s assassination elevated Teddy Roosevelt. Woodrow Wilson had a stroke. Dwight Eisenhower had a heart attack. Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson was sworn in as president just hours after President John F. Kennedy was murdered. Vice President Gerald Ford took office after President Richard Nixon resigned in disgrace. Ronald Reagan came within an inch of losing his life in 1981. Not since President Franklin Delano Roosevelt died at the age of sixty-three had a president died in office after struggling with health problems, requiring, in FDR’s case, Vice President Harry S. Truman to replace him. Truman was ready and experienced. He served as a senator from Missouri for ten years before he was selected as the vice president, heir apparent to the aging Roosevelt as Democrats felt confident running him for a historic fourth term.

Vice President Kamala Harris’s many struggles and mistakes during her first years in office were top of mind: the thin-skinned outrage, perceived grievances around every corner, the staff bullying and endless turnover, the mockery, the refusal to be a team player. A brain stroke away from the presidency, Harris appeared artificial onstage, never willing to engage or risk her brand, and constantly playing defense. Her speeches lacked conviction and spiraled into word salads. Tough questions were answered with laughter and dismissal. Harris barely suppressed her impatience and disdain for the president despite reading platitudes from the teleprompter. After less than four years in the Senate, she was not a dealmaker, a consensus builder, or even a conduit to activists. Her presidential campaign—where she launched a bitter but ineffective attack on Biden during one of the debates—was a notorious flop. Instead of playing dutiful backup to the president, Harris was trying to write her own political narrative according to her rules. She was in no position to take over for Biden and lead the Democratic Party into the future. But there was no way the Biden team could replace her on the ticket in 2024—that would be admitting a huge mistake.

It’s a mistake that cannot be fixed. As Harris prepares to take the oath of office, Biden’s aides realize that their power to manipulate their future is gone. They will be forced out of the White House and President Kamala Harris will take control.



Who knows if this scene will play out exactly as described. President Biden may win reelection and serve out a second term with no hiccups, retiring with grace at the age of eighty-six. He may run for reelection and lose. But whatever happens to Biden, Kamala Harris isn’t leaving. And that should alarm us.

This book tells the story of the real Kamala Harris—the hilarious, incompetent, trailblazing radical who is now our vice president. It will examine in detail her disastrous and comical first years as vice president. It will investigate how and why staff fled her office and why Democrats lost faith in her leadership without publicly admitting it.

It will explore what Harris believes and chronicle her willingness to say anything to prove herself to the hard left by approving and adopting some of their most radical ideas. The book will chronicle her impatient journey into national politics and her disastrous presidential campaign. It will look at why Joe Biden selected her as his running mate in 2020, including how her allies worked behind the scenes to disparage other candidates until Harris looked like the best choice by comparison.

It will look back at how Harris began as a prosecutor and moved into local San Francisco politics and high society after dating California State Assembly Speaker Willie Brown. It will reveal how she positioned herself carefully as a politician in California, threading her social connections, her personal biography, and law enforcement record to rise quickly in state politics until she became a United States senator and ultimately vice president of the United States.




CHAPTER ONE THAT GIRL WAS ME


My mother used to—she would give us a hard time sometimes, and she would say to us, “I don’t know what’s wrong with you young people. You think you just fell out of a coconut tree?”

—KAMALA HARRIS, MAY 10, 2023



Kamala Iyer Harris was born October 20, 1964. Two weeks later her parents filed an affidavit to change her middle name from Iyer to Devi, the name of a powerful Hindu goddess.1 Harris’s identity was already shifting to better position herself for success. It’s unclear why her parents changed her name, but Harris’s mother had a deep appreciation for Hindu goddesses. The name Kamala (pronounced Comma-la) also means “lotus flower” in Sanskrit. “I learned at that, you know, this flower sits on top of the water. But its roots are grounded in the mud,” Harris explained later in life.2 Kamala is also another name for the Hindu goddess Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth, fortune, power, beauty, fertility, and prosperity. Her parents were already expecting big things from their daughter.

One of Harris’s favorite quotes that she shares in interviews is from her mother. “My mother used to say, you don’t let people tell them who you are. You tell them who you are,” Harris repeats. The way Harris likes to tell it, she was conceived in the civil rights movement and born into the fight for justice. From her earliest days as a politician, Harris introduces herself to audiences telling the story of her parents as young, idealistic students at the University of California, Berkeley. “They fell in love in that most American way, while marching together for justice during the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s,” she wrote in her 2019 memoir, The Truths We Hold. It was a common refrain from her political stump speech. But Donald Harris and Shyamala Gopalan were more cerebral intellectuals than active community organizers.

Politicians frequently try to write their own stories and shape their early narratives as they reveal their preferred versions of themselves to the public. For decades, Harris has repeated that she grew up in the civil rights movement “marching and shouting for justice” and shares a version of a story recalling that as a child, she fell out of a stroller while her parents were marching at a civil rights protest with her. The adults kept marching on until they realized she was missing. When they returned, little Kamala was mad. “My mother tells the story about how I’m fussing,” Harris says, “and she’s like, ‘Baby, what do you want? What do you need?’ And I just looked at her and I said, ‘Fweedom.’ ”3

Harris claims her mother told her that story, a version she shared with Elle magazine in April 2021. It’s a cute vignette, but it has sparked some healthy skepticism about its origin. The similarities of her stroller story and a story about a child told by civil rights legend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. prompted some accusations of plagiarism. “Read this too-perfect Kamala Harris story. Then click on this 1965 Alex Haley interview with MLK and search for the word ‘fee-dom,’ ” Free Press editor Bari Weiss wrote on Twitter. The 1965 King interview was featured in Playboy magazine.

“I never will forget a moment in Birmingham when a white policeman accosted a little Negro girl, seven or eight years old, who was walking in a demonstration with her mother,” King recalled.4 “ ‘What do you want?’ the policeman asked her gruffly, and the little girl looked him straight in the eye and answered, ‘Fee-dom.’ She couldn’t even pronounce it, but she knew. It was beautiful!”

Harris was born in the Civil Rights era, but not into struggle. She spent her early years raised by academics and neighbors who enjoyed the liberal haven of Berkeley. Her parents, Donald J. Harris, a young intellectual from Jamacia, and Shyamala Gopalan, an aspiring student from India, were ideologically radical leftists and part of the radical Afro American Association study group at Berkeley. A former member of the study group later told the Associated Press they admired communist dictators such as China’s Mao Zedong and Cuba’s Fidel Castro.5 The association also gave intellectual backing to radical black nationalism and the rise of the Black Power movement, the creation of the Kwanzaa holiday, and the creation of the Black Panther Party. In a 1983 book by black studies professor Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, he listed and thanked Harris’s mother as among his close friends. (Despite Harris’s narrative that her parents “met at a protest,” her father revealed to the New York Times that they actually met at college after Donald Harris delivered a speech on race in America at UC Berkeley.) Their ideas were radical, but their immigration and academic status prevented them from acting too practically on their ideas. “We were certainly very much aware of, and scrupulously careful about following, the rules and regulations governing our role as foreign students,” Donald Harris wrote later in life.6

Donald Harris demonstrated a great appreciation for Marxist economic theory—even as a well-paid college professor. Born in Jamaica, he went to college at the University College of the West Indies and the University of London before he ended up in Berkeley, where he earned his PhD in economics. After teaching as a college professor in Illinois and Wisconsin, Harris taught at Stanford University, where he was granted tenure. The Stanford Daily described Donald Harris as a “Marxist scholar” in a 1976 article, noting he was a “charismatic” and even a “pied piper,” leading students astray from neoclassical ideas.7 His book Capital Accumulation and Income Distribution is a dense treatise of Marxist ideas and critiques of capitalism.

Donald Harris also appreciated radicals. He was a strong admirer of Malcolm X, despite widespread apprehension in American society about the black nationalist. In the Jamaican newspaper the Sunday Gleaner, Harris wrote favorably about Malcolm X, noting that he converted to the Nation of Islam in prison. Harris wrote that the Nation of Islam “lumps together all white as ‘blue eyed devils’ and rejects the whole system of white institutions from the Christian Church to the white-owned business firm.” Harris was sympathetic, praising the controversial figure for bringing “dignity and race pride” to the civil rights movement and the “rejects of American society.” His black nationalist movement, Harris wrote, was “much maligned and misunderstood.” Harris also boasted that he knew the man personally. “I had the privilege of knowing him personally and observing him in different situations,” he wrote, noting that his “eloquence was electrifying.” Malcolm was “as calm, cool, and incisive as a college professor” and had a “keen sense of humor.”

But Donald Harris was not just a fan of radical relics. In an op-ed for the Stanford Daily in February 2008, Harris wrote favorably about then candidate for president Barack Obama’s health care plan, praising him for his “well documented and highly regarded record of leadership” in his political career. “This record bodes well for his ability to do an outstanding job as president and to secure passage of path-breaking healthcare legislation,” he concluded.8 Despite demonstrating a keen interest in current policy and politics, however, Donald Harris never wrote about his daughter’s political career.

When Kamala was only five, Donald Harris and Shyamala Gopalan Harris separated. They divorced when she was seven. Shyamala got full custody of the children. Kamala Harris has shared only scant details and few fond memories of her father. Donald Harris seemed to acknowledge that his intellectual productivity flourished after the divorce but was saddened by the impact it had on his children. “Finally, if there is any virtue in the writing of this book, it springs from the sacrifices knowingly or unknowingly made by my two daughters, Kamala and Maya. In return, it is dedicated to them,” he wrote in his book.9 Despite his radical political leanings, Donald Harris did not have a foundational impact on his daughter’s intellectual development, due to the limited time he spent with his children. If Kamala Harris was closer with her father, she would have likely absorbed more radical ideals that she would have internalized and clung to later in life. But her distance from her professorial father also robbed her of a chance to develop a strong intellectual foundation as a child.

Harris was mostly raised by her Indian mother after the divorce but she was not always around. “I assume the divorce was very hard. I’m sure Kamala suffered. We did not have an orderly television family life. I was always working,” Shyamala Gopalan Harris later explained.10 After receiving her PhD, she was a breast cancer researcher at UC Berkeley, raising her children in Oakland. The way her daughters explain it, Shyamala was a no-nonsense, hardworking single mother who raised her children with high expectations. “I was raised that you do, you don’t talk about yourself. You just do. You don’t talk about it after you’ve done it. You just do the next thing,” Harris would later recall.11 The Harris sisters also revealed how their mother hated the word exotic to describe their heritage, viewing the term as racist. She also scorned the gender disparity in the workplace. Harris later shared a story of how her mother came home one day “raging mad” after she watched a man walk around the lab with a woman’s uncovered breast on a tray. “She said, ‘Do you think that they would have walked around with a man’s—you know what,’ ” Harris recalled in a 2020 interview with former first lady Hillary Clinton, bursting into laughter. “ ‘Without at least giving it the dignity of putting something over it or doing…’ Right?”12 It was a rather strange way to remember one’s mother.

Gopalan also raised her girls with a strong connection to their Indian heritage, taking them to visit her childhood home and her grandparents. “Kamala comes from a long line of kick-ass women,”13 Shyamala told the Los Angeles Times in 2004, noting that the Hindu culture of goddesses was strong in their household. “A culture that worships goddesses produces strong women.” Gopalan described Harris as a “frequent visitor” to the elaborate Shiva Vishnu temple in Livermore, California, to an Indian media outlet in 2004. “She performs all rituals and says all prayers at the temple. My family always wanted the children to learn the traditions, irrespective of their place of birth,” she explained.14 Gopalan Harris had the spare time and money to routinely travel back to India with her daughters to visit family, “pretty much every other year,” Harris recalled later in life. Harris is steeped in the Hindu tradition. In her early political career, she would refer to her Indian heritage from time to time, citing Hindu goddesses as an influence. Harris spoke about the Hindu goddess Parvati/Kali from during the Indus Entrepreneurs’ first-ever Women’s Forum in April 2004. Harris recalled growing up and hearing stories about Parvati, the benevolent goddess wife of the god Shiva. When Parvati was angry, she manifested the Mother Goddess in the form of the terrifying Kali. Kali is depicted as a dark-skinned, four-armed goddess wearing the skulls of her enemies and depicted holding a severed head and a sword. Harris said the story of Kali, which had been told to her many times as a child, inspired her to become a prosecutor. “Parvati and Kali can coexist in one woman,” she said, using the myth to define herself as both a beautiful but deadly political figure.15 As her national political career blossomed, however, Harris largely abandoned her Indian heritage in favor of her identity as a black woman in America.

As her birth mother was not black, Harris frequently refers to her “second mother” on the campaign trail. Growing up with a single mother who worked long hours in a lab, young Harris was frequently cared for by their neighbor Regina Shelton. “She was our community matriarch,” Harris recalls, noting that Shelton took care of children in the community, offering “advice, support, a home-cooked meal, and sometimes even just a hug.”16 Shelton’s background offered Harris a cultural connection to the black South, something she lacked from her black father, who was born and raised in Jamaica. In political speeches, Harris recalls how as a little girl, the Sheltons took her to the 23rd Avenue Church of God, where she sang in the choir, despite being raised by her mother in the Hindu temple. When traveling in the South and speaking to black audiences, Harris recalls her experience at the black church in San Francisco. “I sang in the choir about how faith combined with determination will always see us through difficult times,” Harris recalled in a 2017 speech in Atlanta.17 It was unclear when was the last time or if ever Harris had stepped into a choir robe.

With her father mostly absent, Harris was raised by a group of determined women even as other male figures in their lives faded to the sidelines. At the age of seventeen, Kamala’s sister, Maya, gave birth to her daughter Meena. As the father was similarly not around, another girl entered the matriarchy of the Harris household. “A feminist household is all I’ve ever known,” Meena later recalled about the Harris household. “Even the idea of men in power wasn’t something I really learnt about until I got out into the world of work. Our little family unit was just women, fierce women: my grandmother, my mum, my aunt and me.”18

Throughout her career, Harris has rarely spoken about formative male figures in her life. There is no record of Donald Harris appearing publicly to celebrate any of Kamala’s political victories, even as she frequently singled out her mother for inspiring her achievements. “My father is a good guy,” she told SF Weekly in 2003, “but we are not close.”19 Harris’s niece, Meena, described the situation during an interview with the New Yorker: “He was not around after the divorce.” Kamala Harris agreed. “I’m happy to talk about my father,” she said, glumly. “But, ya know…” The New Yorker noted that Harris “raised her eyebrows, and said nothing.”20

As Kamala’s political career blossomed in California, Donald Harris appeared saddened that his daughters did not publicly share his deep love and appreciation of grassroots Jamaican culture, even though he tried to impart his heritage upon his daughters. “It is for them to say truthfully now, not me, what if anything of value they carried from that early experience into adulthood,” he said in an essay published on Jamaica Global detailing Harris’s Jamaican heritage from his perspective. Donald Harris recalled fondly a visit he made with his daughters to Jamaica in 1970 as he tried to share his love of his native country to them. But in the essay, Donald appeared bitter after the loss of the custody battle for his daughters, accusing the California justice system of being racist.21 He wrote:


This early phase of interaction with my children came to an abrupt halt in 1972 when, after a hard-fought custody battle in the family court of Oakland, California, the context of the relationship was placed within arbitrary limits imposed by a court-ordered divorce settlement based on the false assumption by the State of California that fathers cannot handle parenting (especially in the case of this father, “a neegroe from da eyelans” was the Yankee stereotype, who might just end up eating his children for breakfast!). Nevertheless, I persisted, never giving up on my love for my children or reneging on my responsibilities as their father.



In his article, he posted a rare photo of him and an adult Kamala Harris together in a restaurant with his granddaughter Meena Harris. Donald was in the photograph, but not part of the bigger picture of his daughter’s political career.

Imagine the horror Donald Harris felt when his daughter finally spoke about her Jamaican heritage as part of a joke to prove she was a not only a user but supporter of legalized marijuana.

“Half my family’s from Jamaica—are you kidding me?” She laughed during an interview on The Breakfast Club radio show when asked during her presidential campaign if she smoked marijuana or supported making it legal. Her father was furious. “My dear departed grandmothers (whose extraordinary legacy I described in a recent essay on this website), as well as my deceased parents, must be turning in their grave right now to see their family’s name, reputation and proud Jamaican identity being connected, in any way, jokingly or not with the fraudulent stereotype of a pot-smoking joy seeker and in the pursuit of identity politics,” he wrote.22 “Speaking for myself and my immediate Jamaican family, we wish to categorically dissociate ourselves from this travesty.”

Her father’s unvarnished opinion was deleted online soon after it was published, suggesting he was rebuked for revealing his true feelings. Kamala Harris remained mostly silent about her father’s outrage, only saying that he was entitled to his opinion on the matter, when she was asked about it by the New Yorker. Harris never apologized. Months later, she discussed her appreciation for popular Jamaican singer Bob Marley, known for his enjoyment of giant blunts, in a Washington Post article about her Jamaican heritage. Recalling a concert she attended with her father when she was thirteen, Harris wrote in a statement, “We sat up top in the back of the theater and, as I watched the performance, I was in complete awe. To this day, I know the lyrics to nearly every Bob Marley song.”23 It was clear that when speaking about Jamaican heritage, Harris could not help but emphasize the stereotypes of weed and Bob Marley.

After experiencing her childhood in the safe confines of Berkeley, Harris left with her family for Montreal, Canada, after Shyamala got a job teaching at McGill University’s medical department and researching cancer at Jewish General Hospital. In Montreal, Harris briefly attended a Fine Arts Core Elementary School in eighth grade before she was sent to a French school, Notre-Dame-des-Neiges, and ended up at Westmount High School, where she graduated. Harris spent her formative years not in the colorful culture of San Francisco but uprooted from the United States and living in an elite Canadian bubble in Montreal. The family lived in “a spacious Victorian home in an affluent neighborhood,” bordering one of Montreal’s wealthiest districts, the New York Times reported.24 It was a complex upbringing as she traveled from liberal enclave to liberal enclave—hardly relatable to most Americans.

Harris’s next step was to choose a college. She was drawn to Howard University for practical reasons, revealing that she admired a woman who showed her the advantages of attending a historically black university. “My aunt would talk about it because she went there, and so I always romanticized what Howard is and was,” Harris said, referring to Christine Simmons, a family friend she called “Aunt Chris.” When she was young, Harris participated in Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority events with her mentor, realizing the opportunity for valuable connections that would lead to a career path. Later in life, Harris told the Washington Post she chose Howard because she had attended “majority-white” schools her entire life and wanted to experience a life where everyone was black.25 Speaking to journalist Jonathan Capehart in 2019, Harris spoke fondly about her memories of she and other students congregating in “The Yard,” a safe space to be with her friends and grow into an adult. “We would all promenade and you know people would display their feathers and peacock,” she recalled fondly, adding, “You would see that the football star was also on the debate team, you would see that the homecoming queen was also an extraordinary science student, you would see that there are no limitations and there are no choices in terms of false choices that one need make. And so you shouldn’t be limited in your view and perspective of who is who and what is what.”26 Harris fulfilled her dreams of joining the AKA sorority and worked her way into a network that would reward her professionally. As a candidate for political office, Harris used her experience at Howard to dismiss questions about her racial identity. “I reference often my days at Howard to help people understand they should not make assumptions about who black people are,” she said in an interview.27

Harris was described by college friends as politically aware but not a passionate activist. She interned for then California senator Alan Cranston. She took interest in student government, running and winning for freshman class representative of the Liberal Arts Student Council. She even protested apartheid in South Africa with some of her friends in between the busy social life of a sorority girl in college. Harris graduated from Howard with a degree in political science and economics before returning to California to attend law school at the University of California Hastings College of the Law. She became the president of the National Black Law Students Association (NBLSA) in the college during her second year. She later reflected on a successful jobs fair under her leadership with law firms and black law students and advocating for more black students to attend the school. Harris’s resume was that of a personal achiever, not an activist trying to change the world.

After graduating from law school, Harris hit her first major roadblock of her career when she failed the California bar exam. “I was a hard worker. A perfectionist. Someone who didn’t take things for granted. But there I was, letter in hand, realizing that in studying for the bar, I had put forward the most half-assed performance of my life,” she wrote in her memoir. Despite failing her bar exam, Harris still had a clerking position in the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office. Failing up, it turned out, was possible. After more study, Harris retook the bar exam and passed the second time. Her career path was safe despite a setback. It was a practical choice as well. Serving competently as a public prosecutor was understood to be a path to career advancement. Succeed as a prosecutor and you may meet important people in the legal community. If you meet the right people, the job could even open doors to a political future.




CHAPTER TWO THE REAL SLICK WILLIE


Willie Brown is not going to be around. He’s gone—hello people, move on.

—KAMALA HARRIS, SEPTEMBER 24, 2003



Behind the success of every rising young politician is a political mentor—some experienced, well-connected person to give them advice, make introductions, open doors, and get them started in politics. For Kamala Harris, that mentor was Willie Brown. But Brown was no ordinary politician and was certainly no ordinary mentor.

Born in Mineola, Texas, into a segregated society, Willie Brown at the age of seventeen moved to California, where he attended San Francisco State University and Hastings College of the Law (now UC Law San Francisco) and avoided getting drafted to fight in the war in Vietnam. After law school he started his own firm, proudly representing prostitutes, pimps, and people on the wrong side of the law. “I believed that whether you are a criminal or not a criminal, you are entitled to the same rules and regulations,” he said. Recalling the beginning of his legal career in a 2020 podcast interview, Brown said he was successful getting cases dismissed on the basis of selective prosecution, which led to a “magic set of circumstances.”1 Brown’s commitment to his clients, combined with his ability to get cases dismissed on technicalities, turned him into a local celebrity equal to that of the fictional lawyer Saul Goodman in the television series Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul. “The word spread throughout the hooker community, there’s a guy down there on Sutter Street who has come up with something that keeps us out of jail, gets our cases dismissed,” Brown recalled. Practicing law led to civil rights activism, and Brown was ultimately encouraged to run for political office. “I made cash money every day representing whores. I became the whores’ lawyer… until I got elected,” he later said in an interview with the Los Angeles Times.2

The “whores’ lawyer” rose to become one of the most powerful politicians in the United States. First elected to the California State Assembly in 1964, Brown served as Speaker from 1980 to 1995, the longest reign of power in the state’s history. He was unstoppable. “No politician dominated California politics longer or more completely than Willie Brown. No politician in California was more flamboyant or controversial or relished wielding power with more joy and zeal. None commanded more fear and hatred in his opponents,” wrote James Richardson, a longtime reporter for the Sacramento Bee, in his biography of Brown.3 The powerful figure nicknamed himself the “Ayatollah of the Assembly” and enjoyed lavish parties, fast cars, expensive suits, and attention from women while building a formidable political machine in San Francisco. To succeed in California politics, you needed permission and assistance from Brown. He walked comfortably amid accusations of cronyism and political favoritism but to him it was part of the way politics and the world worked. He was repeatedly investigated by the FBI when he was in power, as the aura of corruption accusations never left his side, but never arrested or convicted. His smooth persona dazzled San Francisco and made him untouchable. “Now I’ve met the real Slick Willie,” former president Bill Clinton quipped, referring to one of his own political nicknames, after meeting Brown in California in 1992.4 Brown was so successful and entrenched as a politician, it took a ballot proposition imposing term limits on members of the California Assembly and Senate to pry him out of office. In response, he ran for mayor of San Francisco, during which he started his relationship with Harris.

Harris started dating him at the age of twenty-nine in 1994, a transitional time for Brown, age sixty, who wanted to continue enjoying his life of power and prestige. Brown said he met the young and ambitious Almeda County prosecutor at a wedding. Their relationship was chronicled by the legendary San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen, who enjoyed frequent lunches with Brown as a source. Caen described Harris as “the Speaker’s new steady” in his column even though Brown was still officially married to his estranged wife, Blanche. Brown had met Blanche at San Francisco State and they married in September 1957. They had three children, but Brown threw himself into his political career and preferred the busy lifestyle that followed. While Blanche was left home to raise the children, Brown was routinely spotted in public with young, attractive women on his arm and going into hotel rooms. Blanche and Willie Brown finally separated in 1980. It was clear he would not change, but they never divorced.

From the beginning, Harris represented something more to Brown’s persona than just his latest fling. Caen wrote that at one swanky event actor Clint Eastwood “spilled champagne on the Speaker’s new steady, Kamala Harris, an Alameda Co. deputy D.A. who is something new in Willie’s love life. She’s a woman, not a girl. And she’s black….” On Willie Brown’s arm, Harris moved easily into the exclusive group of San Francisco socialites. Wherever Brown went, Harris was right beside him, soaking up the larger-than-life experience in California politics. She attended lavish parties, dinners, fundraisers, and events featuring the wealthy and powerful San Francisco elites. They approved of the relationship, as Caen wrote that Kamala Harris was “exactly the steadying influence he needs.” Brown’s campaign manager Jack Davis told the San Francisco Chronicle that Brown’s “long-term relationship with a woman he cares about is an asset to the campaign.”5 It was an opportunistic relationship for both of them.

Brown relished the opportunity to boost the careers of women in his orbit, revealing in his autobiography his advice to young women seeking to advance. The best way to succeed in politics, he wrote, was to “cross over into the white community.” He detailed the process:


I suggest black women lay the groundwork by looking to become active on the boards of social, cultural, and charitable institutions like symphonies, museums, and hospitals. It’s the way to get respect from a world that otherwise is content to eschew or label you. You have to demand the opportunities to enter these worlds.6



Brown also wrote that he “worked hard not only to give women opportunities, but also to provide women with opportunities to grow with each other, learn from each other, and be empowered.” Brown held annual “Women’s Summits” in the city to bring women in the state together to socialize and network, celebrating his impact on the careers of political figures and businesswomen. “I was, of course, thrilled each year to be the only man among five thousand women,” he added slyly.

Brown and Harris only dated for about a year, but he made a foundational impact on her political and financial future. In his last year as California Speaker of the Assembly, Brown appointed his new girlfriend to two positions in state government that all told paid her more than $400,000 over five years. “She took a six-month leave of absence from her Alameda County job to join the Unemployment Insurance Appeals Board. Brown then appointed her to the California Medical Assistance Commission, where she served until 1998, attending two meetings a month for a $99,000 annual salary,” SF Weekly reported.7 (A $99,000 salary in 1994 in 2023 dollars would be about $200,000.) As if that were not enough, Brown also gave Harris the keys to a BMW. As Brown’s girlfriend, Harris was featured in all the gossip and high-society columns as Brown worked the city for his campaign for mayor. “She was the girlfriend, and so she met, you know, everybody who’s anybody, as a result of being his girl,” Brown’s political consultant Jack Davis later told Politico.8

It was a mutually beneficial relationship. Harris was described as a youthful intelligent socialite, eager to tie herself to Brown, who still appeared to have a political future. Brown won his campaign for mayor, extending his political legacy even further. As he celebrated at his campaign victory party, Harris was right beside him, giving him a kiss and placing a blue hat emblazoned with gold letters that read “Da Mayor” on his head as he spoke to supporters.9 Caen wrote that Harris was the “first-lady-in-waiting” and added, “keep an eye on these two.”10 But Brown’s wife knew her estranged husband, as the mayor recounted in his autobiography. When asked by a friend about rumors that Brown would marry Harris, he recalled that Blanche replied, “Listen, she may have him at the moment but come inauguration day and he’s up there on the platform being sworn in, I’ll be the bitch holding the Bible.”11 It was true.

Brown broke news of the relationship ending the day after Christmas that year. “It’s all over,” Caen wrote, quoting Brown. “With those words, mayor-elect Brown let word get around over the weekend that his long affair with Kamala Harris, an Alameda County asst. district attorney, has ended.” Caen lamented the end of the relationship, noting that friends viewed Harris as “attractive, intelligent and charming” and found her “the perfect antidote to whatever playboy tendencies still reside in the mayor-elect’s jaunty persona.” “The consensus: ‘Kamala and Willie just looked right together,’ ” he concluded.12 As she predicted, Blanche appeared at the inaugural ceremony in January and held the Bible while Brown took his oath of office. Kamala Harris was nowhere to be seen.

The romantic relationship was over, but Brown was never far away with a helping hand in her political career. Harris followed Brown’s advice about showing up and demanding a seat at the table. She joined the boards of the San Francisco Bar Association, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and Partners Ending Domestic Abuse and cochaired the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights.13 She was still invited to the parties and fundraisers and moved comfortably in the world that Brown had introduced her to. Harris loathes the idea that she relied on Brown to launch her political career and does not mention him once in her 2019 political memoir.


CAREER RISE

In February 1998, Harris was hired by District Attorney Terence Hallinan to work at the San Francisco District Attorney’s Office career criminal division. Even though her relationship with Brown was over, few could forget the woman who handed Brown his “Da Mayor” cap at his campaign victory party. It raised questions from reporters, but Hallinan insisted that Brown did not have a role in her hiring.14 Hallinan was the true image of a progressive prosecutor, one that would be celebrated by today’s leftist activists. He chose not to prosecute nonviolent crimes like drug offenses in favor of mentoring and treatment programs. He favored decriminalizing prostitution and promoted legalization of medical marijuana. He tried to keep criminals out of prison. His approach to lenient crime prosecution triggered a nasty relationship with law enforcement groups in the city, but residents generally liked his progressive demeanor.

In 1999, Brown backed Hallinan for reelection and contributed five hundred dollars to his campaign, even though the local newspapers raised questions about his low conviction rate for violent crimes. Brown stuck by his man. “In terms of raw numbers, I’d have to assume that Terence Hallinan’s office is as good as any in the state because we are obviously putting away a lot of bad guys and keeping them off the streets and making it unpalatable to come to San Francisco to commit crimes,” Brown said.15 It was hardly a ringing endorsement, especially as residents witnessed evidence to the contrary. Hallinan won reelection, but only by a thin margin.

In the meantime, Harris was struggling to climb the ladder within the district attorney’s office. In her memoir, Harris laments the “toxic environment” in Hallinan’s office and expresses shock and dismay that one day fourteen lawyers were fired at once. (She failed to mention that Hallinan fired them to shuffle up the status quo and make room for more minority lawyers like herself.)16

“It was devastating. People cried and yelled, and soon their fear turned to paranoia. Lawyers were afraid of one another—afraid of backstabbing by colleagues trying to protect their own jobs. Some people started skipping out on the goodbye parties of their fired compatriots, worried that their attendance would mark them as targets for firing, too,” Harris wrote.

But what Harris did not reveal was her own contribution to the tumultuous office environment. Harris moved quickly within the district attorney’s office after she was recruited by another one of her mentors, Richard Iglehart. When Iglehart left the office for a position as a judge, attorney Darrell Salomon took his place, even though Harris was angling for the job.17 In response, Harris tried to rally attorneys in the office to overthrow Salomon, but her attempt at a coup failed.18 Harris quit the district attorney’s office in August 2000 complaining about “dysfunctional” leadership at the top. Instead, she took a job with the city attorney’s office and began plotting her revenge.

Brown and Hallinan had been cautious allies, but Brown turned on the district attorney in October 2000 as more media outlets were reporting on the rise of illegal drugs and prostitution plaguing the city. Through a spokesman, Brown pointedly raised concerns of “either the perception or the reality that San Francisco won’t prosecute those lawbreakers” on Hallinan’s watch. He later rebuked Hallinan publicly, noting that “my support for him has absolutely nothing to do with the failure we as a city are experiencing with excessive prostitution or drug dealing, period.” Brown was clearly trying to shuffle the blame on Hallinan but was it also a coincidence that Brown started pestering him publicly after Harris resigned?

Brown grew even more aggressive as San Francisco struggled with basic law-and-order problems. As the homelessness situation got worse and crime rose in the city, Brown continued flogging his chosen scapegoat. He did not hold back. “That son of a bitch should have been recalled by the very people who are currently outraged. I’m more disgusted than you’ll ever believe,” Brown said in a 2003 interview with the San Francisco Neighborhood Newspaper Association, blaming Hallinan for failing to prosecute people for urinating, defecating, and drinking on city streets.19 It was quite a sudden turnaround—even for Brown.

Brown was not the only one upset by Hallinan’s performance. The district attorney’s relationship with the police department grew more toxic after “Fajitagate,” a case that Hallinan pursued to embarrass the police leadership. Three San Francisco police officers got into trouble after drinking at a bar and spotting two men on the street with a bag of fajitas. After the officers demanded the food, the two men refused and the incident turned into a drunken brawl. No one was arrested, but when Hallinan learned that one of the officers was the son of the assistant police chief, he smelled a cover-up. It looked fishy, but Hallinan did not have enough evidence to bring them down. He brought charges against the police chief of obstruction of justice but that was ultimately dropped. The three officers were also acquitted of assault charges. It was a sign that Hallinan was thin-skinned, out of control, picking a losing battle with the police force regarding a fight over a bag of Mexican food. Things were not going smoothly in Brown’s town.

Harris’s seemingly audacious decision to challenge her boss for district attorney was not a risky proposition, but opportunistic. Hallinan had already embarrassed the office, lost the support of the mayor, and built a toxic relationship with the police, all while San Francisco residents watched problems like drugs, prostitution, and homelessness increase in the streets. It would not be long before he was replaced. Few were surprised when Harris announced the decision to run for district attorney of San Francisco. Harris’s decision to run against her old boss stemmed from the long conflict she had within the office after she was looked over for a promotion. But Hallinan was not ready to leave. If he ran for a third term, it would be largely to defend his ideas, defy his critics, and beat Brown’s abrupt betrayal. A more conservative prosecutor, Bill Fazio, also announced a campaign for district attorney. He’d lost to Hallinan twice before, but believed the public now viewed Hallinan as a disaster and that it was finally his turn.

Harris saw an opening, even in a three-way contest, and began connecting with police, the elite, and residents who were dissatisfied with the public perception of the office and the growing crime problems in the city. She arrived on the political scene and demanded a seat at the table. Brown was quietly behind her with the full support of his political machine. Even though he was term limited from running for a third term as mayor, Brown would never sit out a race that had not only Harris on the ballot, but his chosen successor for mayor, Gavin Newsom. Besides, who knew what Hallinan would do to Brown if the vengeful progressive won a third term? Harris kicked off her campaign arguing she was a competent progressive, pointing at Hallinan’s low conviction rates and bitter relationship with the city police. She weaponized the city’s dissatisfaction with Hallinan’s lenient progressive approach to crime by proposing something different. Instead of being “soft on crime” or “tough on crime,” Harris promised to be “smart on crime.” Harris specifically criticized Hallinan’s failure to prosecute the arrests of 2,300 protesters who rioted and destroyed city property during a protest against the Iraq War. “It is not progressive to be soft on crime,” she said to voters on the campaign trail.

Harris ran to the right of Hallinan, just far enough to appear moderate compared with her old boss’s failures. While Hallinan was more of an ideologue, Harris was a political opportunist and ready to fight. Part of being “smart on crime” was to attack Hallinan’s lenient prosecution record. Harris played on the fears and anxieties of the city population’s growing frustration with crime in San Francisco and fought dirty. Today’s criminal justice reformers in the Democratic Party would ostracize a candidate voicing similar attacks on crime. Watch out, went the message: Terence Hallinan is allowing the rise of Mexican gang members and drug dealers. Hallinan is allowing criminals to beat up and kill women. Hallinan is failing children who are getting shot.

The campaign materials and staged political events made Harris look like a tough, dedicated, Law & Order–style crime fighter. One of Harris’s political flyers featured a tattooed and shirtless man (who looked Hispanic) holding a gun and flashing a gang symbol. The message attacked Hallinan for a 30 percent rise in murders. “Who hears the cry for help?” the flyer asked. Kamala Harris was the proposed solution. Another flyer featured a chalk outline of a murdered corpse, calling Hallinan an “outline for disaster.” “Which District Attorney has ranked last in convictions every year for the last eight years?” the flyer asked.20

During the campaign, Harris highlighted a mother whose twenty-eight-year-old daughter was killed in front of her children, allegedly by an estranged boyfriend. The woman had earlier filed two police reports about her boyfriend’s behavior, but no action was taken. “Terence Hallinan is lying to us about his domestic violence record, and women are dying because of it,” Harris said at a press conference on the steps of the Hall of Justice. The mother of the murder victim agreed. “If
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